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But the article also quoted the 
view of the policy director of the 
Soil Association, Lord Melchett, 
that the FSA had “jumped the gun” 
by “pre-empting” another review 
of the same topic being conducted 
for the European Union. Alongside 
a tabular presentation of the FSA’s 
facts and figures, there were short 
separate pieces on wider aspects of 
the subject. One quoted an employee 
of an organic food company who 
cited taste, pesticides and the ethics 
of animal husbandry as reasons for 
choosing organic food. 
“This study does not mean 
people should not eat organic 
food. What it shows is that 
there is little, if any, nutritional 
difference between organic 
and conventionally produced 
food.”
Surprisingly, the Daily Express (30 
July) offered the most robust positive 
presentation. Headed ORGANIC 
FOOD NO HEALTHIER – OFFICIAL, its 
page-1 curtain-raiser began: “Eating 
organic food in the belief that it is good 
for your health is a waste of money, 
new research shows. Buying organic 
costs families 70 per cent more than 
standard groceries. But shoppers 
filling their baskets with organic fruit, 
veg, milk, eggs and meat, thinking that 
they are packed with more nutritional 
goodness, are wrong. The FSA has 
concluded that there are no health 
benefits in going organic.”
Inside the paper was a detailed 
report headed “The great organic 
myth”, accompanied by an invitation 
to readers to respond to the question 
“Is organic food just a rip-off?”. Finally, 
beneath another header stating 
“Organic is not the answer”, the Daily 
Express underlined its own position 
(and no doubt angered some readers) 
in a three-sentence editorial: “Organic 
food is no healthier than any other food, 
says an authoritative new report. A 
myth debunked, but will it stop people 
feeling a waft of virtuousness as they 
pay that bit extra? We suspect not.”
The most sceptical view of the 
FSA report was in The Guardian 
(30 July), which emphasised at the 
very outset that “experts and organic 
food campaigners” had questioned 
its conclusions. The principal critic 
quoted was Melchett, who insisted 
that the report “doesn’t say organic 
food is not healthier, just that, 
according to the criteria they have 
adopted, there’s no proof that it is.” 
But The Guardian gave the last 
word to Gill Fine, the FSA’s director of 
consumer choice: “This study does not 
mean people should not eat organic 
food. What it shows is that there 
is little, if any, nutritional difference 
between organic and conventionally 
produced food, and there is no 
evidence of additional health benefits 
from eating organic food.”
Then, on 1 August, The Guardian’s 
resident commentator on “bad 
science”, Ben Goldacre, weighed in 
with a sharp comment on the frenzied 
efforts by critics of the FSA report 
to move the agenda away from its 
actual content onto global and ethical 
issues. It was, Goldacre said, a popular 
strategy for people in a losing position. 
“Don’t talk about that, talk about this.”
Bernard Dixon is European editor of the 
American Society for Microbiology.With swine flu once again highlighting 
the threat to humans from animal 
diseases, a new study argues 
that Plasmodium falciparum, the 
most dangerous human malaria 
parasite, has a relationship with its 
chimpanzee relative quite different 
from that which had previously been 
widely considered. A new study 
provides evidence that the human 
parasite jumped from chimpanzees 
just once, as published in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Science (online).
Stephen Rich of the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, Nathan 
Wolfe of the Global Viral Forecasting 
Institute in San Francisco and their 
colleagues used genetic evidence 
to examine the relationship between 
chimpanzee and human malaria.
Chimpanzees are known to 
harbour the Plasmodium reichenowi 
parasite, which is closely related 
to P. falciparum. Although most 
researchers assumed these parasites 
co-existed separately in humans and 
chimpanzees for the last five million 
years, the new research shows the 
chimpanzee parasites are genetically 
variable, suggesting that the much less 
variable human P. falciparum malaria 
came from animals to humans in much 
the same way as HIV, SARS and swine 
flu are thought to have done.
New evidence suggests that the 
parasite responsible for the most 
lethal form of human malaria jumped 
from chimpanzees just once.  
Nigel Williams reports. 
Malaria’s primate 
linksThe team studied DNA sequences of 
malarial parasites collected from nearly 
100 wild or formerly wild chimpanzees 
born in central and west Africa. They 
identified eight distinct versions of  
P. reichenowi where only one had been 
known before, and found that the DNA 
of P. falciparum sat in the middle  
of this genetic variation.
From the analyses of these new 
genetic data, the authors believe the 
evidence favours several significant 
conclusions.
The authors believe that 
P. reichenowi and P. falciparum are 
monophyletic. They then point out 
that P. falciparum has very low levels 
of polymorphism — an analysis of 
133 strains representative of the 
world distribution of the species 
reveals extremely small variation. In 
contrast, although P. reichenowi is 
also geographically widespread, it is a 
genetically very polymorphic species, 
they say. Levels of polymorphism are 
greater than the average divergence 
between the previously isolated strain 
and all strains of P. falciparum. The 
overall polymorphism of only nine 
P. reichenowi isolates is much greater 
than the 133 P. falciparum isolates, 
they say. They believe all 133  
P. falciparum strains should be 
included as one monophyletic branch 
of the P. reichenowi tree and that there 
is likely to have been only one host 
transfer from chimps to humans.
The animal origin of P. falciparum 
raises interest in the possible 
ongoing transmission of other malaria 
parasites of primate origin in the 
human population, the authors say. 
The emergence of human malaria 
parasites from zoonotic reservoirs 
raises the question of whether ongoing 
transmission of P. reichenowi from 
Magazine
R669
A tunnel of 3.4 km length and 5.4 m 
diameter is soon to be dug between 
Hamburg and the nearby village of 
Schenefeld. While its dimensions 
are reminiscent of a tunnel for 
underground rail systems, the 
passengers in this tube will only be 
electrons travelling from Hamburg’s 
DESY research centre towards new 
facilities to be built at Hamburg-
Osdorf and Schenefeld. At Osdorf, 
strong magnetic fields will push these 
electrons sideways at rapid intervals, 
causing them to emit powerful X-rays 
in sharply focused pulses, which will 
then travel on to Schenefeld.
Based on theoretical predictions 
and observations made with a 
smaller prototype built at DESY, 
scientists involved with the European 
X-ray Free-Electron Laser (XFEL) 
facility expect that they can push 
the wavelength limits of laser light 
deep into the X-ray band of the 
electromagnetic spectrum, possibly 
as low as 0.1 nm. Researchers using 
one of the ten experimental stations 
at Schenefeld will then have access to 
coherent X-rays much more powerful 
A signature from Vladimir Putin has 
finally secured the construction of 
a revolutionary new European X-ray 
research facility. Michael Gross 
reports.
New structural 
insightschimpanzees to humans may be 
possible (or vice versa), they say. 
One major impediment may be the 
structure of surface molecules key 
to viral transmission. The fact that 
this transmission has not happened 
repeatedly may reflect the specificity 
of the parasite-binding proteins. “In 
this regard, it is interesting that a major 
barrier limiting cross transmission of 
avian influenza into humans (and vice 
versa) is due to differences in sialic 
acid linkage binding specificity,” the 
authors write. In this case, it is the 
relative preference for human and 
avian virus haemagglutinins binding 
two specific sialic acids, respectively, 
on epithelial cells in target tissues.
This is another instance in which a 
human-specific change in sialic acid 
biology is relevant to infectious disease 
transmission, as chimpanzees and 
other great apes do not express human 
upper airway epithelial sialic acid 
targets for human influenza viruses, 
they say.
Growing insights into the molecular 
details of malaria genetics and host 
molecules are likely to be increasingly 
important in developing new strategies 
to tackle this disease. Each year 
300–500 million episodes of malaria 
infection occur which cause up to  
2.5 million deaths, mostly in children. 
Non-fatal malaria imposes an 
enormous economic burden of illness 
with a major impact on infected 
communities. The global cost of 
malaria in terms of lost productivity 
and medical care exceeds $1.7 billion 
each year, according to the US 
organisation USAID. “Available 
methods to prevent and treat malaria 
are inadequate — the mosquitoes that 
transmit the disease have become 
resistant to insecticides, and the 
parasites have become resistant to 
drugs. New technologies are urgently 
New links: The human malaria P. falciparum appears to have jumped from a related species 
infecting chimpanzees. (Photo: Sinclair Stammers/Science Photo Library.)needed. Economic analyses have 
concluded that the benefits from 
an effective malaria vaccine would 
far outweigh the anticipated cost 
of research and development and 
program implementation.”
The researchers in this latest 
report believe the discovery of the 
chimpanzee variants of the parasite 
may be of benefit in developing 
vaccines. The P. reichenowi 
parasites show a greatly diminished 
pathogenicity in chimps compared 
with P. falciparum in humans. Vaccines 
based on the chimpanzee parasites 
may be naturally attenuated in a way 
that cowpox proved so effective in 
inoculation against human smallpox. 
The search for new, effective 
treatments for malaria remains one of 
the top priorities for medical research.
